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Animals as persons: to what extent are nonhuman animals 
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*Ravyn Lacey, Dr. Jack Weir, Mentor, Department of History, Philosophy, Politics, International and Legal Studies, Caudill College of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences
ABSTRACT
Morally and legally, human beings are "persons," but nonhuman animals 
are not.  Why?  To what extent is this critical distinction morally justified? 
It is acknowledged that humans and animals share the same roots, but 
where does the divide arise between human and nonhuman beings? What 
distinction proves sufficient to sever humanity from the rest? Despite 
many traits that are described as elevating humans above animals, these 
could be argued to be present at some level in various nonhuman animals.
Since many traits are shared, what is it, precisely and clearly, that makes 
humans morally and legally superior? This research will delve into what we 
believe to be a distinction between the human animal and the nonhuman, 
and will thus explore whether this distinction is necessary or morally 
justified. My conclusion is that a moral distinction between humans and 
animals is necessary, but animals are worthy of similar rights as “quasi-
persons”.
BACKGROUND
• Many traits are labelled as being “human”. Despite this, very few of 
these traits are completely absent in nonhuman animals. As such, the 
divide between nonhuman animals and humans becomes fuzzy.
• Examples are:
• Dolphins are similar to humans in brain structure. Dolphins also 
display an innovative use of tools and hunting techniques. 
• Orcas and dolphins communicate with complex high-pitched 
whistles that are very similar to human language. Like 
humans, they "speak" different languages in different groups.
• Crows and Parrots are classified as “avians” (birds). Most 
understand syntax as well as toddlers.
OBJECTIVES
• To examine to what extent nonhuman organisms possess human 
characteristics 
• To analyze our current moral judgments regarding animals, and how 
these are impacted by our perception of humanity as related to animals
• To present potential adjustments to our moral view (and even overall 
view) of animals  
LANGUAGE
• In order for a form of communication to be a language, there must be 
vocabulary, syntax, and semantics. We call the simple communications 
between nonhuman animals “signaling”, which refers to basic 
vocabulary (at best). In most organisms, this is correct.
• A clear counterexample is orcas. It is well documented that orcas from 
different regions of the world, namely different oceans, when placed 
together in an environment where they must interact, cannot 
understand one another. Their vocalizations are unique from one 
another, despite being of the same species. Even more interesting is 
that family groups within certain distances share this “language”, but 
develop nuances similar to dialects.
• Brain size and anatomy do not correspond with intelligence. Clear 
instances are crows and parrots, which are as smart as toddlers, despite 
their smaller “bird-brains.”
• Toddlers register in the moral sphere as “persons”, have yet to grow into 
mental maturity, and are considered “potential persons”. If nonhuman 
animals are in possession of equal traits to a toddler, then the dividing 
factor here lies solely in the humanity of the toddler, rather than their 
abilities.
• If one were to look at this from outside of our human perspective, one 
would treat nonhuman animals like toddlers. While this statement is 
jarring, I am not referring to raising them like people, but instead to the 
concepts of rights and respect. Rights are provided equally, without levels 
or degrees, while respect is a matter of degrees and kinds. Nonhuman 
animals have certain rights, and should be offered a certain degree of 
respect.
BRAIN COMPLEXITY
TOOLS, LEARNING, AND EMOTIONS
CONCLUSIONS
• Evidence shows that higher nonhuman animals have vocabularies, 
learning skills, and emotions comparable to human toddlers.
• Nonhuman animals will never have the advanced abilities of “persons,” 
such as morality, scientific theory, and mathematics.
• Therefore, human animals fall into the category of “quasi-persons” 
worthy of some of the same rights as humans.
• The Rights of Animals:
• The right not to be killed.
• The right not to be harmed.
• The rights of the wild:
• — Freedom (to be let alone).
• — Habitat (sufficient for sustenance of life).
• The rights of pets:
• — Humane treatment and care.
• — Healthy food and exercise.
• — Affection in old age.
• — Euthanasia
• Problem solving skills and the ability to use tools have been shown to be present 
in other organisms besides humans, but perhaps not to the extent commonly 
known. More important is that skills are isolated to communities, suggesting that 
particular skills are a learned trait rather than an instinctual one. A well known 
example of this would be chimps using sticks to probe for food, while a lesser 
known example would be crows understanding and manipulating the basic 
concepts of water displacement with stones to retrieve a meal.
• Emotions are also present in the nonhuman animal. Parrots pluck their own 
feathers if not provided with enough socialization and entertainment. Dogs 
display playfulness, empathy, the ability to deceive, and much more. Many 
organisms, such as chimps, dolphins, and elephants, grieve.
• Animals have adapted to a close proximity with humans by developing the 
capacity to learn and understand our words and behaviors. Border collies and 
dogs of similar intelligence have been shown to grasp the names of over two 
hundred names for objects, while chimps and apes have been taught sign 
language. Parrots have been effectively taught to count, name colors and shapes, 
and have grasped basic syntax when constructing their own sentences, with clear 
evidence that they understand what they are asking for.   
